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	Preface and Acknowledgements

	I first went to Istanbul in 1962. I returned occasionally during the following
three decades but my love affair with the place started only in 1993
when I took my son, Gabriel, then aged twelve, to the city. We stayed at
the Pera Palas Hotel. Gabriel was a fan of James Bond films and we toured
Istanbul locating sites that appeared in the film, From Russia with Love.
We found five, and enjoyed discovering one huge deception in the film: the
Russian consulate general is not, and never has been, immediately above
any of the Byzantine cisterns. That visit also deeply affected Gabriel. Eleven
years later, in 2004, with a qualification in teaching English as a foreign
language, he moved to Istanbul. He has lived there ever since, and is
married to a Turkish girl to whom he says, most gallantly, “Coming to Istanbul
was the second best thing I have done in my life.” His parents are
equally delighted for it gives us an excuse to spend time in the most wonderful
city in the world.


Indeed, Gabriel has been following in a family tradition, for each of
his parents, at the age of twenty-three, went to turkey to teach. In 1962 I
went to Ankara and taught mathematics for a year, and visited Istanbul two
or three times from there. Gabriel’s mother, Theresa, had a profounder exposure
to the city.


In 1964 Theresa went to Istanbul for two years. She and her then
husband had a contract, guaranteed by the British Council, with the
English High Schools to teach mathematics. They had just graduated from
the University of Keele and this was their first job. The Boys’ School was
in Nişantaşı and the Girls’ School, originally founded by the wife of the
legendary nineteenth-century British Ambassador, Stratford Canning, was
on İstiklâl Caddesi.

They arrived on a Qantas plane en route for Australia and were met
in the middle of the night by two other British teachers, one of whom had
arrived a few weeks earlier. They were taken to Kodoman Caddesi in
Nişantaşı, and moved straight into the basement apartment which
nonetheless overlooked a valley, covered with hastily erected unofficial
housing. Kodoman Caddesi then was full of local bakeries, grocery stores
and greengrocers. Today it seems to specialize in designer clothes’ shops for
fashion-conscious and often pregnant wealthy women. The following
morning they were taken into the school a few blocks away.

The two schools had about twenty British staff. The principal of the
Boys’ School was Walter Birks, who was one of the great scholars of
Catharism. Indeed, thirty years earlier he had been the amanuensis to the
leader of the sect at Ussat-les-Bains, in southern France. Antonin Gadal,
known as the Cathar pope, actually anointed Birks, who was twenty-five
at the time, as his spiritual successor in 1938. When war broke out the
following year, Birks chose not to be the Cathar pope but to serve in British
intelligence in Syria. Over the years he became disillusioned with
Catharism and resumed the more humdrum task of being a teacher overseas,
though in 1987 he did co-author The Treasure of Montsegur, the standard
work on the subject.

At both schools English, mathematics and the sciences were taught
through the medium of English, by native speakers of English. The syllabus
was set by the Turkish Ministry of Education, but the text-books were
British and teachers were able to set the exams. Other subjects—Turkish,
history, geography and religion—were taught by Turkish staff. Teachers
and pupils for both schools were drawn disproportionately from the
middle-class Jewish, Greek and Armenian communities.

One of Theresa’s colleagues at the Boys’ School was Richard Deleon,
who lived with his wife and son in an apartment opposite the school.
Richard was from an old Istanbul Jewish family, whose surname suggests
that they originally came from León in northern Spain, and were among
those Jews invited by Sultan Beyazit to settle in Istanbul at the end of the
fifteenth century after the Catholic re-conquest. Richard spoke perfect, if
archaic—“My dear chap”—English, and never failed to be impeccably
dressed. Each summer he would go, at the school’s expense, to London
where he always had a meal at the Café Royal. To his own family he was
known as Izak. He had moved with his parents to Egypt in the 1930s and
he was educated at Victoria College Alexandria, modeled on a British
public school. As well as teaching at the school he had one other job as a
translator at one of the Spanish-speaking embassies. His family language
would have been Ladino, the fifteenth-century Spanish brought to Istanbul
by the expelled Jews. Izak/Richard had a son, Jak, no longer alive, who
was a historian of Istanbul and the author (in English) of books on some
of the byways of the city.

Both schools were reminders of the cosmopolitan Istanbul of fifty or
a hundred years earlier. In 1982 such schools were taken over by the government, but some features were retained. The former English High
Schools continued to be an English medium for math and the sciences, but
they became part of the Anatolian High Schools network. Other schools,
such as Galatasaray, continue to teach subjects through the medium of
French. All now work to a special Turkish government syllabus.

Theresa remembers nothing but warmth and kindness from staff and
pupils. It was difficult to get to know the ethnically Turkish staff. Sometimes
there was a language barrier, but most of the Turkish teachers had
one (or more) other job/s. There were restrictions on the number of hours
Turkish teachers could teach in “foreign” schools, so they were not on the
school premises as much as the British teachers. One teacher who did leave
an impression was Faranisa Hanım, who was very keen on opera. She used
to organize trips of staff and pupils to the opera house at Tepebaşı, in the
former Petits Champs, near the Pera Palas. Theresa remembers a trip to see
Eugen Onegin when senior pupils dozed off.

Each of the schools had a housekeeper. The housekeeper of the Boys’
School was Madame Sobiewski, who was—it was believed—a White
Russian refugee. She had a roomy wooden house on Büyükada and invited
some of the British teachers over for weekends on that island. Theresa and
her husband would wake up to breathe in the fresh pine-scented air and
find an empty beach for an early morning swim. When she had to teach
at the Girls’ School, Theresa traveled with Madame Christides, the housekeeper
of that school, who also lived in Kodoman Caddesi. 
 She was
married to Suat Bey, a former national tennis champion.

An overwhelming memory is the food of Istanbul. It was possible
then—more than now—to eat well and cheaply. Friends would explore
the fish restaurants of the Bosphorus. There were two favorites in Tarabya,
Feliz and Fidan, near to each other. The road ran between the restaurants
and the Bosphorus, traffic was light and tables and chairs were set at the
water’s edge and waiters crossed the road to bring the food.

One British teacher had a car, and summer weekends were often spent
at the Black Sea village resort of Kilyos, where there was a beach of white
sand and a single one-story hotel. The drive there was through the Belgrade
Forest, with its water buffaloes and ancient aqueducts. School holidays
were generous and there was the opportunity to travel outside the
city, both in turkey and further afield to neighboring Middle Eastern
countries. But Istanbul was also explored, mostly with visitors from
Britain: friends, parents and family needed little encouragement to come
out.


The schools provided most of the social life. The British Council had
a good library, but Theresa and her husband were no part of a British official
circle. The regional representative of the British Council was a man
who had “had a good war” and was treated with enormous deference. They
were occasionally invited to functions, but would escape afterwards to the
Rejans restaurant and eat a meal of borsch and piroshky, and filet mignon,
washed down with lemon vodka. There was little contact with the older
British community, though Theresa remembers one of the last Istanbul
Whittalls taking a fatherly interest in the single women who had come to
the city to teach at the Girls’ School.

I have not had the good fortune to have lived in Istanbul. I have,
however, for several years been leading tours of Belle Epoque Istanbul for
ACE Cultural tours. I have spent over twenty years living in six Arab
countries that formed part of the ottoman Empire. Istanbul has had an
impact—architectural, administrative and cultural—on each of those
countries, and I have been fascinated by the way the empire operated and
the interconnections between capital and province. I therefore see Istanbul
as a provincial.
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This book is neither a guide nor a history of the city. There are excellent
volumes that instruct, enlighten and inspire. I have relied on many of
these. What this book aims to do is to celebrate Istanbul as a global city,
to draw attention to places and buildings that give insights into the richness
of Istanbul’s past and to note how it has seized the imagination of
those who have visited it or who have made it their home.

 Among the many guides to the city, the prodigious output of John
Freely has been enormously valuable, though I do not always accept his
aesthetic judgments. Jane Taylor has also written illuminatingly, and I have
benefitted from reading the work of Godfrey Goodwin as well as the excellent
 Architectural Guide to Istanbul, produced by the Istanbul Metropolitan
Branch of the Chamber of Architects of turkey.

Many books on Byzantine Constantinople are instructive. The older
classics by Vasiliev, Ostrogorsky, Baynes and Runciman are still essential
reading. More recent surveys by Joan Hussey, Cyril Mango, Judith Herrin
and John Haldon make use of the latest scholarship. The Byzantine writers
themselves who are easily available—Procopius, Psellus and Anna
Comnena—reveal much of Byzantine frames of reference.

The best and most up-to-date work on ottoman history is Osman’s
Dream by Caroline Finkel. Philip Mansel’s book on Istanbul is brilliant.
There are other very good general surveys of the last two centuries or so by
Şükrü Hanioğlu, Suraiya Faroqhi and Donald Quataert. In the last ten
years Istanbul has hosted exhibitions on aspects of what one may call the
Belle Epoque. The catalogues have been full of insights.


On the Republic Andrew Mango’s biography of Atatürk cannot be
beaten. Erik Jan Zürcher has written on the evolution of the ottoman
Empire into twenty-first century turkey in a way that has replaced the pioneering
book by Bernard Lewis, The Emergence of Modern Turkey.


This book follows a rough chronological sequence, but should be supplemented
by some of the works cited. As we walk around the city we see
the past mixed up with the present. Byzantine, ottoman, Republican: all
are woven into the physical and cultural environment of those who live in
and visit Istanbul. I have perhaps been easily distracted by people, buildings
and stories that—I think—add to an appreciation of the bigger
picture. One chapter looks at aspects of the Bosphorus and the Islands,
separate but essential parts of the city. Another chapter touches on the impressions
of some of those from abroad whose imagination has been stirred
by time spent here.
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I have received help, guidance and insights from many people.


I am grateful to Professor Robin Thelwall for permission to quote
from the unpublished memoirs of Sir Hamilton Lang, and to Osman
Streater for references to an unpublished article about his Menemçioğlu
family history. Gamon McLellan read the whole book with meticulous attention,
made many most helpful suggestions and steered me away from
infelicities and howlers. Those that have survived are my own responsibility.


I owe debts to Omer Namouk, the late Osman Osmanoğlu, Can
Dyson, Cemil Bezmen, Canan Alioğlu, Gülbikem Ronay, Pars Tuğlaci,
Penny Young, Philip Mansel and participants in successive tours I have
led of Belle Epoque Istanbul for ACE Cultural tours.


My greatest debt is to my family who have shared my love of the
city—my wife Theresa, my son Gabriel, my daughter-in-law Funda and
my step-grandson Ferhat.


	Foreword

	In my young days in Istanbul, when films and television were still the preserve
of the affluent, we had a plethora of storytellers—extraordinarily
adept—for entertainment.


My favourite raconteur was an ancient man who, according to various
rumours, had been a hero of the War of Independence; a university professor
commissioned by Atatürk to teach the nation the Roman alphabet;
and an advocate of socialism who had been jailed in Bursa Prison along
with his mentor, the sublime poet, Nâzım Hikmet.


This patriarch would set up his stage in the grounds of Rumeli Fortress
by the Bosporus, every sundown—that being the time, he asserted, when our
godly beverages, coffee and rakı, pervaded the mind with intuition.


No one knew his name. He was simply known as Bulutsultan,
meaning “sultan of the clouds.” He had acquired this sobriquet, over many
years, by always contemplating the sky before beginning his narratives,
then, by bestowing on to the clouds specific identities and attributes.
Clouds, he maintained, endowed humankind with continuity, insight, civilization
and culture. Thus, we in turkey, especially in Istanbul, constantly
imbibed not only Hittite and Greek, Persian and Jewish, Muslim and
Christian, ottoman and Sufi cloudbanks, but also the countless noble
ones from Africa, Europe, India, China, Australia, oceania, North and
South America. He further maintained that we were luckier than most of
the world’s inhabitants because our diverse peoples always remembered
the tutelage imparted by these peregrinators of the firmament.


When some of us pointed out that, at least half of the year, Istanbul
had blue skies—a phenomenon that conferred on her both during the day
and at night her unique lambency—he smiled like a cherub and pointed
at the landscape around us. “Look,” he said, “when the heavens are clear,
it’s because the clouds have imprinted themselves on the sea and on the
land, even on rooftops and the tips of the minarets. Observe the way they
limn life by coupling with light, earth and water. See the myriad hues they
compose as they refract. It’s their way of showing to us everything that has
happened in the past and all that we can expect to happen in the future.
Behold, right here, Fatih Sultan Mehmet transports his fleet over the hills
onto the Golden Horn to conquer Byzantium. Across, on the Asian shore,
Alexander the Great drives his chariot towards Darius. Beyond, in Ankara,
Tamerlane wrestles with his soldiers after defeating Sultan Beyazıt. On the
northern horizon, in Kagul, Catherine the Great rewards Marshall Pyotr
Rumyantsev’s victory over the Ottomans by taking him to her bed. To the
south, in Jerusalem, Saladin cures Richard the Lionheart’s fever. Further
west, Roxana seduces Attila the Hun and stops him from marching to
Rome. Way east, in Mongolia, Chengiz Khan rescues his wife, Börte, from
the Merkits…”


And then he unfolded a new romance…


I listened to his fables for many years, always in awe of the fact that,
but for certain tales which had become his listeners’ favorites, he never
retold the same story. Thus I learned many things about many peoples.
But most importantly, I learned that, in the fragile world we live in, divisions
created by religions, races, flags, cultures and wealth offend Creation’s
miracle of multiplicity, that instead of extolling conflict and bloodshed, we
must worship the sanctity of life—all life.


I have reclaimed this memory, in joyous nostalgia, indeed, in gratitude,
while reading Peter Clark’s Istanbul. I have always claimed that Istanbul,
a metropolis straddling two continents and a mother of
cosmopolitanism, is the most bewitching city in the world—the author
rightly delineates her as “The Queen of Cities”—and every page of this
painstaking and erudite work not only strengthened my conviction, but
also kept reminding me the price I have paid by exiling myself from her.
Equally, by exploring her bounteous nurturing of all the diverse peoples
who made her their home, it has reinforced the ethos of coexistence that
has forged my beliefs. And, not least, it has apprised me of so much that
I did not know and, but for this oeuvre, would never have come to know.
There have been many exceptional books on Istanbul—and, no doubt,
there will be many more; some chronicled her history from her birth in
Antiquity to her ensuing development as Constantinople and to her coronation
as an imperial capital of the Roman, Byzantine and ottoman
Empires; others expounded on her cosmopolitanism and belle-époque; yet
others on her status as a haven for the arts and enlightenment. But I have
yet to encounter an opus that aims to produce a biography of this unique
city and succeeds in doing so with such palmary authority. Here, the reader
will not only become acquainted with Istanbul’s history, but also and, most
importantly, with her spirit.


I am very tempted to continue acclaiming Peter Clark’s Herculean
labor. But I will desist. That pleasure should be the exclusive privilege of
those who will peruse it.


Dear Reader, I urge you to surrender to Peter Clark’s inspired study
of Istanbul’s anima and be motivated by her maturation as a crucible for
the legion of peoples of Europe and Asia. The sensibility of this book
would have, most certainly, induced the old storyteller, Bulutsultan, to
compose new stories which, abhorring wars and ideologies, would celebrate
life and coexistence. And when you alight in Istanbul, take a good
look at her skies, seas and land. Observe the clouds even if you don’t see
them. They will tell you that no matter who we are or where we come
from, we are all citizens of Istanbul, citizens of the world, born under the
same clouds.

Moris Farhi
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	Introduction

	CENTER OF EMPIRE

	
The best point from which to see the city of Istanbul is the top of the
Galata tower, 220 feet high. From the viewing gallery, to the east, is the
ship-studded Bosphorus, the windy strait connecting the Black Sea and the
Mediterranean, and separating Europe from Asia. You can easily see the
first bridge built (in 1973) over that waterway from above ortakőy to the
hills of the expanding suburbs on the Asian side. A couple of miles to the
right is the major Asian suburb of Üsküdar, then Haydarpaşa railway
station on the waterfront. Behind and above are the Selimiye barracks,
where Florence Nightingale had her base. The gash of the Golden Horn
is a European inlet of the Bosphorus and lies half a mile to the south of the
tower, dividing older Muslim Istanbul—until half a century ago often referred
to as Stamboul—from Pera/Beyoğlu, which was built more as a cosmopolitan
city. Such distinctions have become blurred in recent decades,
although all the major mosques are in old Stamboul.


The land of Stamboul tapers to the left, to Sarayburnu jutting into
the Bosphorus. Much of that peninsula, in contrast to the rest of the city,
is uncluttered. Above the green of Gülhane Park are the buildings, dating
from the fifteenth to the nineteenth century, of Topkapı, the sprawling
palace-city of the Ottoman sultans. You have a clear view of Ayasofya,
built as Justinian’s Christian cathedral in the sixth century, transformed to
a mosque after the Turkish conquest in 1453, and into a museum by the
secular Atatürk in 1935. To the right is the seventeenth-century Sultan
Ahmet Mosque, Camii, with its six minarets. Then further to the right
can be seen the Süleymaniye Mosque, the masterpiece of the sixteenth-century
architect, Sinan, built for his Ottoman emperor, Süleyman
Kanuni, otherwise Süleyman the Magnificent.


Galata tower was built in 1348, a fortification in the walls of a
Genoese city, divided by the Golden Horn from the Greek Byzantine city.
If you look down you can still see some of the Genoese walls. But on this
side of the Golden Horn the whole area is crammed with buildings.
Between the tower and the port buildings on the northeastern shores
mosques, churches, schools, blocks of flats and synagogues are huddled
together. Nearer the first bridge, Galata Bridge, you can make out the solid
confident constructions of the nineteenth-century banks. If we turn to the
north we see the crowded streets of Beyoğlu, earlier known as Pera and
formerly cosmopolitan, full of bars, cinemas, cafés, nightclubs and more
recently shops, often the outlets of international chains. On the horizon
to the north you can make out some of the skyscrapers of the modern financial
quarter of Levent.


BYZANTIUM/CONSTANTINOPLE/ISTANBUL


The city that spreads out around the Galata Tower was for 1600 years an
imperial capital. Few metropolises have had such a prolonged career as a
major political, economic, cultural and social player. Over a millennium
and a half it has been influenced by or had an impact—direct or indirect—
on most of the rest of the world. Only the Americas and Australasia
have been outside its direct reach. As Napoleon said, “If the Earth was
a single state, Istanbul would be its capital.”


This name Istanbul, the city’s official title since 1930, is seen as the
Turkish designation of the city in contrast to Constantinople, the city of
Constantine, which is how Anglophone Greeks will call it. The word Istanbul
can actually be traced back to the tenth century and meant in Greek
“to the city.” There was no other city like it and so it was simply called by
its inhabitants “The City.” Byzantium was the name of the city before it
became the capital of the Roman Empire in the fourth century. The term
Byzantine then became common only in the nineteenth century and referred
to the empire, originally Roman but culturally Greek, which lasted
from Constantine in the fourth century until the Turkish conquest in 1453.


Constantinople was the capital of the Roman Empire. The western
half of the empire fell to “barbarians” from the north of the Alps. This was
the fall of the Roman Empire in the West. One limb, a major limb, dropped
off but the rest of the body lived on until 1453, and has been known by
modern historians as the Byzantine Empire. The last emperor, Constantine,
saw himself as the legitimate successor of the first Constantine, who
had founded the city on the site of the earlier Greek city of Byzantium.
outsiders after the Turkish conquest referred to the successor state of the
surviving fragment of the Roman Empire as the Ottoman Empire. The
capital was officially Kostantiniyye.


The Ottoman Empire stretched over much of the territory of the
Byzantine Empire—Greater Syria, Egypt and North Africa, Asia Minor
and the Balkans. Both empires had intimate cultural and commercial relations
with the people of the Italian peninsula. Both empires, over the
course of time, had the same enemies, especially the countries to the north
and east.


Byzantine Constantinople and Turkish Istanbul had much in
common. They were the capitals of universal states driven by a God-given
mission. They received Divine support and it was their mission to spread
the true word beyond the frontiers of the state. Both states devised policies
of hegemony, limited in their physical capacity to exercise control, but
willing to accept tribute or deference. This hegemony and assumption of
authority was extensive. Medieval Serbia or nineteenth-century Egypt may
have been formally subject to a Byzantine or an Ottoman sovereignty, but
there was not a lot the ruler could do if and when the outlying province
went its own way. The Byzantine Empire at its zenith had influence and
interests as far south as Abyssinia. Support for the nineteenth-century
Ottoman Empire came from India. Each of the two states was a global
commercial center, with trade extending from China to the Atlantic.



For both empires the capital was all-important, attracting people from
every corner of the empires. Men and women who fashioned Byzantine and
Ottoman civilization came from all places over which Constantinople/
Istanbul cast its shadow. In each empire the patronage of the city and the
politics of the court were paramount. Byzantine history—political, military,
social, economic, cultural—radiated from the court of the Byzantine
emperors. It was the same with the Ottoman sultans.


Both empires were multicultural and multi-ethnic. The capital was
open to all people of talent. The racial mix of the people of Constantinople/
Istanbul may be compared with London, Marseille, New York or San
Francisco but no other city has had such a sustained history of multiculturalism.
outsiders have made the city their home. People in some of its
many communities have been able to live enclosed, self-sufficient lives,
but generally there has been regular interaction between individuals of the
different communities.


The maker of modern Turkey, Mustafa Kemal Atatürk, in creating a
new country, moved the capital to Ankara and initially turned his back
on the city that represented to his generation all that was wrong with the
empire he replaced. The multiculturalism of the city veiled abuses and injustices
of which the Muslim Turks saw themselves as the victims. The
country was in debt to outsiders who were interested in returns on their
investments with no thought of the moral and economic damage it might
have on the people of the country. Foreigners had controlled the economy
with the assistance of local clients who were, very often, neither ethnically
Turkish nor Muslim. During Ottoman times, these clients were often
exempt from paying taxes, serving in the army or appearing before
Ottoman courts. Mustafa Kemal’s constituency, the Muslim Turks, had to
serve the interests of the foreigners physically and financially. Istanbul was
the city where the abuses were most blatant. From the 1920s, Istanbul remained
the cultural and intellectual center of the country, and was the
major commercial port for the Republic. But the center for major decision
making was now Ankara, and modern Turkey was not going to be an imperial
country. Istanbul’s multiculturalism was irrelevant, and occasionally
offensive. Ankara represented the future.


Mustafa Kemal avoided Istanbul for eight years, but its lure brought
him back regularly. He built a typically modest home at Florya in the
western suburbs and spent his last months in and around the city, dying
in that citadel of sultanic financial extravagance and aesthetic excess, the
Dolmabahçe Palace.

COSMOPOLITAN CITY


Since the 1970s Istanbul has seen a renaissance. The population has increased
tenfold. Most migrants have come from provincial Anatolia, but
in the last ten years there has also been migration from the countries of the
former Soviet Union (in particular Moldova, Georgia, Armenia and Azerbaijan).
Istanbul has also experienced an artistic revival. The architecture
of its newest parts to the north of Taksim is as stunning as anything in
Milan, Paris, London or New York. Istanbul is a major city on the global
map of the arts, sport and fashion. Today’s Istanbul is unmistakeably
Turkish and Islamic but there is also a sense in which the positive aspects
of its multicultural openness can still be found, fashioned to the norms of
the twenty-first century.


There are cycles and continuities throughout Istanbul’s history. In
some ways these have been determined by its geographical location. It has
always been an extraordinary commercial and cultural meeting point,
looking east, west, north and south. It is possible to identify a Russian Istanbul,
an Arab—and especially an Egyptian—Istanbul and a west European
Istanbul. From early Byzantine times the population came from all
over the then “known world.” In the fourth, as in the twenty-first century,
you heard the languages of Asia and Europe. In the twelfth century the
Spanish Jewish visitor, Benjamin of Tudela, wrote of Syrians, Palestinians,
Persians, Egyptians, Patzinaks, Bulgarians, Lombards, Spaniards, Georgians,
Armenians, Turks, Christian and Muslim, Latin and Greek, all
jostling together in the narrow streets. People from eleventh-century
England and from Scandinavia—where the city was known as Miklagård—
settled to become a Byzantine mercenary army. A Scot—or was
he a Welshman?—served as an engineer in the dying days of the Christian
empire. There were mosques in Christian Byzantine Constantinople. Jews
fled from those parts of Europe that were re-conquered by Christians—
Spain and the Balkans—to settle here. In the tenth century, as also in the
nineteenth century, Bulgarians derived cultural support from what they—
as well as the Slavs—called Tsarigrad, the city of the Caesars. 
Nineteenth-century
Poles shared with Turks hostility towards Russia and were made
welcome.


Today Istanbul’s population is still mixed. The Greek population has
been reduced to a few hundred elderly people, but there are still sizable
Jewish and Armenian communities. Because of massive immigration, fewer
than 10 percent of inhabitants have parents who were born in Istanbul,
while in the wider suburbs there are encapsulations of rural Anatolia.
Another distinctive ingredient of the last decade of the twentieth century
was that of the Turks who have returned from many years in western
Europe, largely Germany, but also Belgium, the Netherlands, France and
Britain. Many have come back with a bicultural approach to the world.
Turkish identity overlaps with Muslim identity. But a Turk today may also
have roots that are Arab, Circassian, Albanian or Laz. His or her forebears
may have come from North Africa or from the Balkans. As the European
empire shrank in the nineteenth century, each withdrawal saw an increase
in Muslim migrants to the city—and to Anatolia. Their descendants are all
Istanbullus today and share the identity forged by the Republic. Many Kurds,
however, have maintained a distinctive culture and identity, to the puzzlement
of some Turks who have seen the successful absorption of other
Muslims.


Most historians have seen Ottoman Istanbul as being divided vertically,
with distinct communities, particularly different varieties of Christians
and Jews. There is a concept of an egalitarian Muslim community: all
equal in the sight of God, men worshipping collectively without distinction
in serried rows at the mosque, or dressed identically in the ihram on
the pilgrimage to Mecca. This has also been true in a formal sense in the
case of non-Muslim communities—with the head of each community negotiating
on its behalf with the Ottoman authorities—but more recent
scholarship has drawn attention to horizontal social and economic divisions.
Poor Greeks, Jews and Armenians have shared the same space as
poor Muslim Turks. The same has been true of wealthier classes. Moreover,
poorer women of any community have often had more in common
with other poor women, regardless of confession, than they did with men
of their own confession. The most important markers of confessional identity
were location of worship (if they worshipped) and marriage partners.
The quarters that have been mainly Christian or Jewish were never exclusive
ghettos. For the literate, minority languages and scripts were also
markers of identity, but none of the languages of the city kept its purity,
except for ritual religious functions. Communities were never all-embracing,
though the more articulate community leaders may have wished them
so, for that would have emphasized their authority.


An Istanbul Armenian once chided me for referring to “minorities.”
The use of that word, it was argued, delegitimizes the community.
Democracy implies the rule of the majority. If there is a conflict of interest,
then democracy means that the interests of the majority should prevail
exclusively. But for millennia the eastern Mediterranean world was made
up of different communities, with loosely varying functions. Communities
were interdependent, and the size of separate communities was meaningless.
The general pattern over the centuries has been one of mutual
acceptance and often mutual support. People celebrated each others’ festivals.
Jews and Christians made allowances for the Muslim Ramadan.
Christians and Jews respected the Jewish Shabbat. In Ottoman times,
shops were closed on Friday or Saturday or Sunday, depending on the
confession of the proprietor. Nineteenth-century nationalism imposed
exclusive choices of identity on people. This led to alienation, dislocation
and ultimately the cantonization—by nationality and confession—of the
eastern Mediterranean world that we have today.


Sometimes it has been necessary to argue the case for Istanbul in a
way that is not required for Paris, Vienna or Rome. Negative baggage accompanies
the approach to the history of both the Byzantine and the
Ottoman Empires.


The Late Roman—Byzantine—Empire lasted until 1453. But the
western European narrative has been reluctant to acknowledge the extraordinary
success of the Byzantine Empire. Was it the negative influence
of the Crusaders, whose approach to the Islamic Middle East lacked the
nuances and subtleties of the policy makers of Constantinople? The Crusaders
saw the Byzantines as unmanly and effete. Or has it been the influence
of Edward Gibbon’s work of genius, The Decline and Fall of the Roman
Empire? (“Decline and fall” over the course of a millennium?) For Gibbon,
the history of medieval Europe saw the triumph of barbarism and religion.
His work had a great influence on the attitudes and writings of the
following century and more. To this day “Byzantine” has a negative sense
(like Kafkaesque) of unreasonable administrative complexity. “of that
Byzantine Empire,” W. E. H. Lecky, a widely read historian, wrote in 1869,
“the verdict of history is that it constitutes, without a single exception, the
most thoroughly base and despicable form that civilisation has yet
assumed.”


Part of the problem of perceptions of the Byzantine Empire is that
there was no heir. Or rather there were many heirs. Russia took over the
mantle, when the Khan of Muscovy assumed the title of tsar, a corruption
of Caesar, and one tsar married a niece of the last Byzantine emperor.
Catherine the Great coveted Constantinople. But nineteenth- and twentieth-century Greece also gazed longingly at the city. The Church and the
language might suggest that that country has inherited the Byzantine
mantle, but the heritage of Byzantium is scattered. The Ottoman Empire
inherited the territory. The orthodox churches inherited the ecclesiastical
legacy. But the whole Mediterranean world has derived aspects of Byzantine
civilization: spirituality, a sense of the sacred, ceremonial, military architecture,
respect for scholarship, humanism, a political culture that
accepts diversity.


There has been a similarly negative approach to the Ottoman Empire,
especially in the nineteenth century. It was “the sick man of Europe,” a
polity in decline. The implosion of the Ottoman Empire in the First World
War retrospectively vindicated the negative views. The same simplistic approach is not applied to the Russian or the Hapsburg—or even the
British—empires. In the 1850s Ottoman Turkey was the political and military
partner of France and Britain during the Crimean War. Some British
felt uncomfortable with their ally. Byron had inspired a generation with a
historically dubious concept of Hellenism that was in a kind of existential
conflict with the Ottoman Empire. The decision-makers and opinion-formers
of Western Europe were educated on the Greek classics and on
the New testament; this predisposed them to a political bias towards
Greeks and Christians. Some—perhaps most—British writings on Turkey
in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries were hostile, uncomprehending
and racist. In 1876, at a packed public meeting in the presence
of the former and future prime minister W. E. Gladstone, another popular
historian campaigned against a possible military alliance with the Ottoman
Empire. “Were then the English people,” Edward Freeman thundered,
“prepared to wage war for one hour, or to shed one drop of English blood,
in order to prop up as foul and bloody a fabric of wrong as ever a shuddering
world had gazed upon? Would they fight to uphold the integrity
and independence of the Empire of Sodom?”


There were exceptions to this knee-jerk antagonism towards Turkey.
observers such as Adolphus Slade and Marmaduke Pickthall were prepared
to come to terms with the dynamics of the Ottoman Empire, but
they were themselves often marginal individuals. After the First World
War, the Ottoman Empire was replaced by a dozen or more successor
states. All of them, including the new Republic of Turkey, owed their identity
to a political rejection of that empire. It has only been in the last
twenty years that there has been a new appreciation of the Ottoman
Empire. In Turkey the Islamists have reclaimed Ottomanism: some want
to restore Ayasofya, the Byzantine Church of the Holy Wisdom, to the
function it had from 1453 to 1935 as a mosque. But a western liberal can
also note that the Ottoman Empire has been the most successful Islamic
political institution ever. Nineteenth-century Constantinople may not
have been as liberal as Paris or London, but it was certainly freer than
Berlin, St. Petersburg and Vienna.


The Republic that emerged from the disasters of the First World War
has evolved into the democracy of modern Turkey, a candidate for entry
into the European Union. Istanbul in recent decades has suffered from
terrorism—acts committed in the name of Islam, or of Armenians, or of Kurds, or of the far left. There are orthodoxies—liberal, Kemalist, Islamist—that protest when they feel threatened, but, broadly speaking, Istanbul
is going through one of the best periods of its history. In the last
generation there has been an increase in openness of debate. Creativity has
been as vibrant as ever. There is an appreciation of what the rest of the
world can offer and what Turkey and Istanbul can offer the rest of the
world. Istanbul has produced a novelist of the standing of Orhan Pamuk,
whose works are translated into forty or more languages and are sold globally
in their millions. His later works have been expertly translated by
Maureen Freely who was brought up in the city and has written her own
Istanbul novels. Orhan Pamuk was awarded the Nobel Prize for Literature
in 2006. At great personal risk, he has been pushing the boundaries
of open debate on the darker areas of Turkey’s history.


Today we are able to see the evidence of the artistic heritage of both
empires, and also of the Republican decades. The history of the city can
be read in its streets and buildings. Cycles and continuities can be seen
and appreciated. Fashions come and go, but the architectural creativity is
as full of life today as it ever has been. And what is cheering is that there
is today an enthusiasm for the variety—sometimes eclecticism—of the
legacy of the past.
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Chapter One

THE QUEEN OF CITIES

THE BIRTH OF AN EMPIRE

The city of the Roman Emperor Constantine the Great was inaugurated on 11 May 330, the culmination of a decade of planning and six years of building. Constantine was the son of a Roman army officer and was born in Niš in modern Serbia—one man in a series of people of Balkan origin who have had a profound impact on the city.

 Constantinople, wrote Edward Gibbon,

appears to have been formed by nature for the center and capital of a great monarchy. Situated in the forty-first degree of latitude, the Imperial city commanded, from her seven hills, the opposite shores of Europe and Asia; the climate was healthy and temperate, the soil fertile, the harbour secure and capacious, and the approach on the side of the continent was of small extent and easy defence. The Bosphorus and the Hellespont may be considered as the two gates of Constantinople… When the gates of the Hellespont and Bosphorus were shut, the capital still enjoyed within their spacious enclosure every production which could supply the wants or gratify the luxury of its numerous inhabitants. The sea-coasts... still exhibit a rich prospect of vineyards, of gardens, and of plentiful harvests; and the Propontis has ever been renowned for an inexhaustible store of the most exquisite fish, that are taken in their stated seasons, without skill, and almost without labour.

The hill overlooking the Golden Horn and the Marmara Sea (known to the Greeks as the Propontis) was an obvious place for settlement, and an acropolis was already there when, in the middle of the seventh century BC, one Byzas founded a city that immortalized his name. Other settlements had been founded by migrating Greeks on the Asian shores of the Bosphorus and the Marmara, such as Chalcedon (today’s Kadıköy), Cyzicus (at the isthmus of the Kapıdağı  Peninsula on the southern shore of the Sea of Marmara) and Lampsacus (Lapseki, opposite the town of Gallipoli, Gelibolu).
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Emperor Constantine, Ayasofya Mosque



For centuries Byzantium remained a small, significant and prosperous port. In the fifth and fourth centuries BC Byzantium was an outlying partner in the shifting alliances of Greek states. In the year 400 BC Xenophon brought his ten thousand Greek troops back from a Persian campaign and received a cool reception in the city. He had to restrain his troops from looting the place. It was not deemed important enough for Alexander to add it to his conquests. In 150 BC the city agreed a treaty with Rome and two centuries later the Emperor Vespasian incorporated it into the Roman Empire. In the civil war at the end of the second century, Byzantium backed the wrong rival for emperor. The winner, Septimius Severus, besieged the city, took it and sacked it. However, he appreciated its setting and enlarged and rebuilt it and its walls. He gave it the name, Augusta Antonina, in honour of his son Antoninus, but the name did not stick.

Nothing above ground is left of the pre-Constantine city.

The eastern half of the Roman Empire in the early fourth century was richer and more populated than the west. It provided the main intellectual and artistic input to the empire. The leading professionals were from the east, a region that was the source of new and old faiths: Judaism, Mithraism, Christianity. The Roman Empire owed its inspiration to the city of Rome, but imperial commitments had reduced the strategic status of that city. Emperors were frequently on the move, on campaign or on morale-boosting inspection tours, and the central government, the “capital,” as it were, moved with them. Some emperors had their favorite cities, and Constantine had spent years in Treves (Trier), on the Moselle, at Serdica (Sofia in Bulgaria) and at Nicomedia (İzmit) before he felt the need to found his own eponymous city.

Contemporary writers did not make much of the foundation of the new city, which initially did not have the preeminence it later acquired. Nor was the city on the Bosphorus Constantine’s first choice. Other possible bases for the empire were considered, including Nicomedia and Troy. The latter might have been an appropriate choice, for one of the “foundation myths” of the city of Rome was that Romans came from Troy with Aeneas.

There were disadvantages to the site. The area suffered from earthquakes—there were thirteen between 395 and 565—and the tribes of the Thracian hinterland had a reputation for fractious independence.

The full name of the freshly launched city was “The New Rome Which is Constantinople.” It was not unusual for emperors to give their names to cities but the full name indicates that the Emperor Constantine saw it as a complement to the city of Rome. Like Rome, the new city had seven hills and was divided into fourteen regions. Constantine encouraged many of the Roman upper class to migrate, but the status of the senatorial class who migrated as clari (noblemen) was lower than the senators of Rome who were clarissimi (most noblemen). But over the centuries the power base shifted to the east and people who pursued power also moved, leaving the old city, as a later courtier said, to “vile slaves, fishermen, confectioners, poulterers, bastards, plebeians, underlings.” At first the new city received special privileges, such as free rations of corn shipped from Egypt. The indigenous population was Greek but for the first three centuries Latin was the official language.

Like Washington DC, Canberra or Ottawa, Constantinople’s raison
d’être was government. Trade came later. There was initially something flashy and brash, perhaps nouveau riche, about the place. Antioch (modern Antakya) and Alexandria had for centuries been the great opulent cities of the eastern Roman Empire. The emperor adorned the squares and open places of his city with plunder from Athens, Rome and Antioch. His mother, Helena, later canonized, had, in 326 in her old age, gone to Jerusalem and discovered relics relating to the life and death of Jesus Christ three hundred years earlier. The most important find was the True Cross, but other finds included the Lance that pierced Jesus’s side, the Sponge used to comfort His wounds as well as the Crown of Thorns. The adze which Noah had used to fashion the ark also turned up. She brought the True Cross back to Constantinople where it was joined by other relics— the crosses of the thieves crucified at the side of Jesus and the baskets that held the miraculously reproducing loaves and fishes. The empire was slowly identifying itself with Christianity and the amassing of holy relics gave the city a religious standing, making it a magnet for pilgrims from all over the Christian world.

On the slopes between today’s Hippodrome and the Marmara Sea the Emperor Constantine built a palace. It was actually a small self-contained city consisting of several separate buildings, with wide terraces overlooking the sea. It was the first of such self-contained cities within the city, the Topkapı and Yıldız palaces following a similar pattern in Ottoman times. It remained a focal point of Byzantine Constantinople until the Turkish conquest of 1453. Here was located the Porphyry Palace (“Purple Palace”), reserved for imperial confinements; hence the phrase “born in the purple.” All that remains of Constantine’s palace are cisterns and cellars, scattered among later buildings.

Thus “the Byzantine Empire” was founded, to last for over a thousand years, a pretty remarkable record for any institution. In 1453 the last in a line of nearly one hundred emperors was also named Constantine. There was a very real continuity from the fourth to the fifteenth century. Although the empire was often seen as rigid, conservative and unchanging, it was actually in a constant state of flux. The political institution based in Constantinople responded to pressures from states and civilizations that rose and subsided around the eastern Mediterranean. Some emperors made important administrative changes that affected the pattern of social and economic relationships. The roles of the military, the landed aristocracy, the imperial bureaucracy, the Church and the people of the city—craftsmen, smallholders, traders—were constantly changing.

Three features characterized Byzantine Constantinople. It was the capital of the Roman Empire. It was the center of the Christian world. And it was the heir to Hellenic civilization.

A ROMAN AND CHRISTIAN CITY

To the end—1453—the people of Constantinople regarded themselves as Romans. Their name for the state was Romania. The word Byzantine was a much later term, devised by western Europeans. (Incidentally the word Byzantine is the only trisyllabic word where the stress can be on any of the three syllables.) For western Europeans the Roman Empire was associated with Rome. Rome fell to “the barbarians” in the fifth century, and so what there was further east could not be the Roman Empire. Moreover, Constantinopolitan was a bit of a mouthful and for long it was known as the Greek Empire. But the citizens of Constantinople did not like being called Greeks. In the last centuries of the empire, some westerners deliberately insulted the emperor by calling him “the Greek king.” (“Greek” or “Hellene,” in the early and central Middle Ages, had overtones of paganism.)

In the early centuries the titles of all offices in the city were Latin, a replication of the procedures and institutions of Rome. The emperor was proclaimed by Senate, army and populace. Until 457 he was given his crown by an official. Only after that was he crowned by the head of the Church. The currency was initially based on the solidus (the s of the British pre-decimal money £.s.d., known in English as shilling), a Latin name, and for centuries (notwithstanding name changes to nomismata and later hyperon) it was the stable currency for Mediterranean trade, known to outsiders as the bezant.

The renovated city suggested rebirth, a notion that happily overlapped with Christian ideas of renewal and regeneration. From the start Constantinople was the Christian city, while Rome was seen, by contrast, as the home of paganism. In Rome the senatorial class, the higher grades of the civil service and the senior army officers had, for the most part, not caught up with the new religion. It is interesting to note that, in the first centuries of Constantinople the language of administration was Latin, whereas the major new churches were known by their Greek names: Hagia Sophia or the Church of the Holy Wisdom, Hagia Irene or the Church of the Holy Peace.

Constantine was not himself baptized until he was on his deathbed but he had made Christianity the official religion of the Roman Empire. He was flattered by Christians who designated him the Equal of the Apostles, Isapostolos. “You others are Bishops within the Church,” he said, “whereas I am divinely-appointed Bishop-General outside the Church.” In the first centuries of Christianity the Church organized itself on a territorial pattern that paralleled the state—with supervisors of provinces (episcopi, 
bishops, literally overseers). Before Constantine, the Bishop of Byzantium had 
been rather a minor figure, subordinate to the see of Heraclea in Thrace (Marmara Ereğlisi).

Very little of Constantine’s construction work remains. He built at speed and perhaps too hastily. Building materials were at hand. Wood came from the forests that surrounded the city. Stone came from the island of Proconnesos (Marmara Adası) in the Sea of Marmara. “If Rome wasn’t built in a day,” observed George Young in 1926, “New Rome very nearly was.” Constantine is believed to have built the first Church of the Holy Apostles (replaced since the fifteenth century by the Fatih Mosque), the Hagia Irene and the Hagia Sophia. None of these buildings survives today in its Constantinian form: Justinian rebuilt the Church of the Holy Wisdom and the Church of the Holy Peace in the sixth century, after they were burned by rioters. The latter was also restored after an earthquake in the eighth century.

The mother of the emperor, Helena, brought her holy finds from Palestine. The Church of the Holy Apostles became the repository of relics, with the bodies of St. Andrew, St. Luke, St. Timothy as well as the Prophet Samuel. Six red porphyry columns have survived from this church and were reused and incorporated into the mosque, built by Sultan Mehmet after his conquest of the city in 1453.

PAGANISM PERSISTS

The triumph of Christianity was not absolute. Sometimes Constantine seemed to be keeping his options open: one of the statues he looted from Rome for public display was of Athena, allegedly brought to Rome from Troy by Aeneas. Old fashioned sun worship merged with the new official Christian cult. In 321 the emperor inaugurated a habit that has persisted by enacting that law courts and workshops should close, and the urban— but not the rural—population should rest on “the venerable day of the Sun.” There was even a hint of sun worship on his coinage, with the inclusion of a reference to Sol Invictus. Moreover, Christians in their worship faced the rising sun and their God was, according to the Christian holy writings, the Sun of Righteousness.

For most of the fourth century other religions were tolerated but only from 380 was there an imperial edict that all subjects of the empire were to follow “the faith of the Bishops of Rome and Alexandria.” In the 360s Constantine’s nephew, the Emperor Julian, subsequently called the Apostate, tried to reverse the religious policies of his predecessors and reinstate paganism. That reaction did not last long but pagan or pagan-derived rites competed with the officially backed Christianity. Constantine and his immediate successors retained the pre-Christian Roman religious title, 
Pontifex Maximus. Many people managed to combine commitment to the new religion with respect for the ancient rites. Men and women dressed up, danced in the streets and sang songs in honour of Dionysius. At the new moon young men leapt over funeral pyres lit in front of houses. Such rites were forbidden from the sixth century and a militant popular Christianity kept an eye on backsliding on the part of the authorities. In 576 one man was openly practicing pagan rites. The authorities caught him and sentenced him, but people thought the punishment too lenient. They seized the offender, who was mangled by wild beasts, then impaled and his body thrown to be devoured by wolves.
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